Persistent infection with small colony variant strains of Staphylococcus aureus in patients with cystic fibrosis.
In a 34-month prospective study to determine the prevalence of Staphylococcus aureus small colony variants (SCVs) in cystic fibrosis (CF) patients, S. aureus SCVs or SCVs plus normal S. aureus were recovered from 26 of 78 patients; 27 patients harbored only normal S. aureus. By pulsed-field gel electrophoresis, clonal identity was demonstrated of SCV and normal strains isolated at the same time and of multiple S. aureus SCV and normal strains in consecutive specimens from individual patients. All S. aureus SCVs were resistant to antifolate antibiotics, while the corresponding parent strains were susceptible, and in 11 of 12 SCV/normal pairs, gentamicin was less active against S. aureus with the SCV phenotype than against the normal isolate. Analysis of the underlying auxotrophism of SCVs revealed hemin, thymidine, and/or menadione dependencies. Thus, S. aureus SCVs are highly prevalent in respiratory secretions of CF patients, persist over extended periods, and may contribute to S. aureus persistence in CF patients.